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Abstract

The overdevelopment of cities has caused residents to suffer from environmental and economic
harm. Situated near a steel mill and a highway, and with less than 20% tree canopy, the Slavic
Village neighborhood of Cleveland, Ohio is a community that may be in need of environmental
justice. The movement to introduce green elements to urban environments is growing, and there
are clear economic benefits to greening urban areas. Using art as a tool for education, this project
proposes a series of six sustainable art installations that attempt to teach the community about
environmental issues. Using this art project as a model, five interviews were conducted with
leaders at community organizations who work in the Slavic Village neighborhood. The
interviewees gave feedback that could be categorized into positive comments, concerns,
environmental justice issues, potential barriers, avenues of engagement, similar projects and
partnership ideas. This led to ideas for how this project could work or be adapted to better fit the
community. This project could be used as a guide in preparation of community work that deals
with vacant land or environmental justice issues. Further studies might take this project into the
community to get feedback from neighbors before implementing aspects of the model.
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Activating Vacant Spaces: An Art and Environmental Justice Project
Assessment in Cleveland, Ohio’s Slavic Village Neighborhood
Cities developed as a reaction to the needs of people. In the 19th century, as cities
industrialized, workers moved in, and the increase in people led to the physical development of
homes, roads, stores, and sewer systems. The development of urban areas has not always been
environmentally beneficial—it has led to tree canopy loss, a reduction in permeable area for
rainwater absorption, industry and vehicular traffic that emits air pollution, and an increase
amounts of sewage and solid waste.
Although occupied by indigenous people since at least 800 BC, the land that is now
Cleveland, Ohio was a forest when its namesake, Moses Cleaveland, arrived in 1796 (Case
Western Reserve University, 2021; Flinn, 2019). By 1800, there were 7 residents, and according
to a land survey done between the years 1796 and 1807, the area was more than 94% forested
(CWRU, 2021; Flinn, 2019). Throughout the 1800s, Cleveland grew steadily in both population
and development. In the 1880s, Eastern European immigrants settled in the neighborhood near
Broadway on the southeast side of the city to work in the nearby industrial plants, mills, and
factories, including Republic Steel, Standard Oil, and Cleveland Worsted Mills (RybergWebster, 2016). This area was later named Slavic Village to commemorate the heritage of these
early residents. Two-family homes and cottages were built to accommodate the workers, and the
population peaked in the 1920s at 78,378 (Ryberg-Webster, 2016). The City of Cleveland hit its
peak population in 1950 at 914,808 (CWRU, 2021). In the 1990s, the demographics of Slavic
Village started to shift from its original Polish, Czech, and Slovenian makeup to a population
that was almost to 50% Black (Roy, 2020). In 2007, the foreclosure crisis hit the neighborhood
particularly hard due to predatory lending practices. Its zip code, 44105, had the most
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foreclosures in the nation (Ryberg-Webster, 2016). This had a ripple effect, and “from 2006 to
2012, average home prices dropped by 60% and there are now more than 3500 vacant units
(about 28% of the neighborhood's housing stock) with estimates that 300 to 1500 homes should
be demolished” (Ryberg-Webster, 2016, p.14). Although community organizations have worked
to mitigate some of the damage done over the last decade, the neighborhood’s population shrank
as the housing stock continues to age and the amount of vacant land grows. Meanwhile, tree
canopy has continued to decline as well. By 2018, forests only covered 20% of the county (Flinn,
2019).
The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) defines environmental justice as the
“fair treatment and meaningful involvement of all people regardless of race, color, national
origin, or income with respect to the development, implementation, and enforcement of
environmental laws, regulations, and policies” (Bell & Ebisu, 2012, p.1699). Pollution and
overdevelopment without the consideration of certain populations have led to a decline in air
quality, contaminated water, and more extreme temperatures. There is a need in the United States
for environmental justice to address these issues. Residents should have a say in the
environmental state of their neighborhood, but they usually do not, especially if they are poor,
young, old, or people of color.
Due to industry and vehicular traffic, air pollution is prevalent in urban environments. Air
pollution affects respiratory, cardiovascular, and perinatal health outcomes and is estimated to be
responsible for 3.3 million premature deaths each year (Brokamp et al., 2019). According to
some researchers, fine particulate pollution may be the highest health risk factor in the U.S.
(Tessum et at., 2019).
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People living in poverty are unequally affected by air pollution. A person living under the
poverty line is 47% more burdened (i.e., lives closer to higher-emitting facilities) than a person
above the poverty line (Richmond-Bryant et al., 2020). This class-based oppression intersects
with racism. Due to race-based real estate and lending practices, people of color are more likely
to live in a neighborhood with poverty than White people (Ailshire & Garcia, 2018). For people
older than age 50 with household incomes between $40,000 and $75,000: 10% of Whites, 17%
of Hispanics, and 19% of Blacks live in highly polluted places (Ailshire & Garcia, 2018).
A person’s race impacts how much pollution they experience. “Pollution inequity” is a
concept where White people are more often the cause of and less often affected by air pollution
(Tessum et al., 2019). White people experience the effects of pollution 17% less than they
generate by consumption. Hispanic people experience the effects of pollution 63% more than
they generate, and Black people experience the effects of pollution 56% more than they generate.
Also, a higher percentage of the Black population has asthma than White (Bell & Ebisu, 2012),
and in 1995 the data suggested that there were 67.4 per 1,000 incidences of asthma for Black
people as compared to 56.2 per 1,000 for White people.
Older adults have a greater risk of certain conditions due to air pollution than those who
live in places with less pollution. Older adults who live in polluted places “have worse cognitive
function and are at a greater risk of cognitive decline and dementia” (Ailshire & Garcia, 2018,
p.25). Cardiopulmonary diseases and stroke (Chiam et al., 2019) are health conditions linked to
air pollution that can impact older adults and lead to premature death. This elder-based
oppression is exacerbated by class-based oppression. Low-income White people over the age of
50 are almost twice as likely to live in highly polluted areas than high-income Whites in the
same age group (Ailshire & Garcia, 2018). This intersects with race in that older Black and
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Hispanic people live in higher-pollution neighborhoods than their White peers (Ailshire &
Garcia, 2018).
Air pollution can also affect child development, especially with regards to IQ,
hyperactivity, and depression (Brokamp et al. 2019). A study in Cincinnati, Ohio found there
were more admissions to pediatric emergency departments for psychiatric reasons, including
suicidality and adjustment disorders, after days with high particulate matter (PM2.5) in the air.
Air pollution creates a higher risk for asthma among young people (Kravitz-Wirtz et al., 2018).
Over 6.2 million young people in the U.S. have asthma. Exposure to PM2.5 during prenatal and
early postnatal periods is associated with a 1.25 times greater risk of asthma. This can lead to a
lack of opportunities for children because asthma attacks can have a negative effect on
education. In 2013, there were 13.8 million lost school days among students aged six to
seventeen. This intersects with class because the risk of asthma among young people has higher
associations with higher levels of poverty (Kravitz-Wirtz et al., 2018).
One way to bring attention to these issues is through art. Throughout his life, Joseph
Beuys developed a concept called Social Sculpture, which assumes that creating change in
society is an artistic process, and anyone can do it by changing their day-to-day environment
(Montagnino, 2018). It is “the entanglement of the artistic process with the social, economic,
political, and environmental criticism having the aim of triggering a collective transition and
shape society” (Montagnino, 2018, p.3). According to Beuys, art is not necessarily painting a
canvas and hanging it in a gallery. Rather, it encompasses the whole creative process and
includes everyone in society because people are interconnected parts of the whole. Beuys wrote,
“You have to enlarge the idea of art to include the whole creativity. And if you do that, it follows
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logically that every living being is an artist—an artist in the sense that [they] can develop [their]
own capacity” (Montagnino, 2018, p.4).
The purpose of this project is to propose community-based art interventions, including a
tree farm, to various community leaders who work in the Slavic Village neighborhood of
Cleveland for reflection and feasibility. This project’s goal is to come up with a way to creatively
solve the environmental issues brought on by development and decay by building resiliency to
the challenges that people face in urban environments. Participants will be encouraged to think
creatively about environmental justice issues, to think like artists but act like environmentalists.
They will learn about the benefits of trees and how a project like this can benefit the community
and foster creativity when dealing with environmental justice issues. Each place is dealing with
unique challenges but helping to solve these problems through the creative process is universal.
Literature Review
Air pollution is a major problem in the United States. The form of air pollution that is
most harmful to humans is PM2.5. PM2.5 is fine particulate matter that is smaller than 2.5um
(microns). In comparison, a grain of fine beach sand is about 90um in diameter (Ailshire &
Garcia, 2018). Fine particulate matter is about 36 times smaller than a grain of sand. Fine
particulate matter is commonly generated by the combustion of coal, diesel, gasoline, biofuels,
and other high temperature processes (Pope III et al., 2019), but different polluters emit different
amounts and substances in different places. For example, PM2.5 could include sulfate, nitrate,
ammonium, organic carbon matter, elemental carbon, sodium ion, aluminum, calcium, chlorine,
nickel, silicon, titanium, vanadium, and zinc (Bell & Ebisu, 2012). Once inhaled, PM2.5 can
irritate the lungs, causing tissue damage, and aggravate pre-existing conditions. It can pass into
the circulatory system, leading to inflammation and clots (Ailshire & Garcia, 2018). And it may
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alter central nervous system functions and affect cognition and behavior (Brokamp et al., 2019).
These risks are exacerbated by poverty and related stressors. In a study on the relationship
between PM2.5 and cardiopulmonary disease, “higher mortality risks were associated with lower
income, marital status other than married, lower education, being underweight or obese, and
smoking” (Pope III et al., 2019, p.4). This relationship between social factors and health
consequences relates directly to the Social Determinants of Health framework.
There needs to be more emphasis on reducing pollution equitably. From 2002 to 2015,
PM2.5 exposures declined 50 percent, but inequity remained (Tessum et al., 2019). Priorities
need to be made to reduce air pollution in areas with poverty and non-White populations. Also,
at the moment, it is up to consumers to behave in a way that limits end-use pollution (Tessum et
al., 2019), e.g., choosing to drink tap water over a single-use plastic bottle. However, it is unfair
to make consumers responsible for waste that is produced by a manufacturer. The onus should be
on businesses to manufacture more sustainable products and government should create policies
requiring this. Businesses could change other habits as well. During COVID-19, certain
industries were forced to shut down and less cars were on the roads. In February 2020, China’s
emissions reduced by 25 percent (Bogdan, 2020).
Another environmental issue that affects cities is urban heat island effect. Due to real
estate development and materials that absorb heat, roads and structures in cities store heat in the
day and radiate it in the night, causing urban temperatures to be 1 to 5 degrees Fahrenheit
warmer than their surroundings (Rizvi et al., 2019). Not only does this increase emissions
through air-conditioned cooling, this can have dangerous and even deadly consequences during a
heat wave. In 1995, more than 500 people died in Chicago due to heat-related issues after a fiveday heatwave (Johnson et al., 2012). Many people who died during this extreme weather event
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were vulnerable populations, with age and economic status as the biggest contributors (Johnson
et al., 2012). Extreme temperatures may not always lead to heat stroke or death, but they may
lead to economic and social burdens as residents pay higher electric and gas bills to heat and cool
their homes. During the COVID pandemic, the requirement of social distancing complicated the
use of cooling centers during high heat days across the U.S., especially for vulnerable
populations like older adults (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020).
Urban greening is a good solution because plants add oxygen while removing particulate
matter from the air (Chiam et al., 2019). According to Lin et al. (2020), there is evidence that
increasing plant coverage in an area decreases particulate matter in the air because of the large
surface area of plants. Different tree species have been proven to absorb PM2.5 at different rates.
Also, because many trees lose their leaves in the winter, evergreen trees can capture more
particulate matter (He et al., 2020). According to Shin et al. (2020), “Coniferous trees not only
have many more leaves that can adsorb PM2.5 but they also are more effective in adsorbing
pollutants in the air by slowing the wind velocity” (p.83). Researchers also found that the shape
of the needles on certain pine trees were more likely to capture particulates than trees with flat
leaves (He et al., 2020). However, in some instances, trees can have negative environmental
effects. When the tree canopy creates a canyon effect, especially along roads, the polluted air has
nowhere to go and increases the particulate matter in the that area (Lin et al., 2020). The
planning of tree planting with attention to species and placement is essential in maximizing the
benefits of trees and reducing the harm.
Environmental Justice and Discrimination
One of the major issues that gets in the way of environmental justice is racism. Racism is
“the pervasive system of advantage and disadvantage based on the socially constructed category
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of race” (Adams et al., 2016). In the 1930s, Black people were redlined by banks in order to be
kept out of White neighborhoods; and certain real estate practices, such as steering and block
busting, continue to this day (Grove et al., 2018). This racism has caused Black people to live in
neighborhoods not of their choice but often of last resort, and this has forced residents to live in
conditions that have dangerous environmental hazards.
Another element is class discrimination. Class is “a relative social ranking based on
income, wealth, education, status, and power” and classism is “the institutional, cultural, and
individual set of practices and beliefs that assign different value to people according to their
socioeconomic class” (Adams et al., 2016). Although class can be described in a variety of ways,
one issue that is central to the injustice people face is income inequality and poverty. Due to
poverty, people in urban environments have fewer choices of where to live and at times are
forced to live in environmentally threatening places due to economic factors.
Age discrimination also plays a role. According to Adams et al. (2016), youth and elder
oppression are “the systematic subordination and mistreatment of young people and elders based
on age through the restriction and denial of opportunities to exercise social, economic, and
political power.” This oppression includes less access to certain privileges as well as the limited
ability to have a voice and a choice in society (Adams et al., 2016). Children have little choice
where they live and go to school. Older people, who are often also dealing with economic
challenges, are also affected by health vulnerabilities that are exacerbated by pollution (Ailshire
& Garcia, 2018).
Foundational Theories and Frameworks
The issue of environmental justice can be looked at through the Social Determinants of
Health Framework created by the Center for Disease Control and Prevention. The Social
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Determinants of Health Framework illustrates the relationship between factors in a person’s life,
such as education level, income, and gender, and their potential risk for health problems. Socially
disadvantaged groups have a higher risk for health problems (Horner, 2020). According to
Horner (2020, p. 222), “Living in a degraded environment that exposes families to risk and the
lack of community resources for promoting health represent underlying social issues that can
negatively affect health.” Depending on a person’s race, age, and class, a person might be forced
to live in a neighborhood with more pollution, which leads to more health risks. For example,
children in cities are exposed to more exhaust fumes due to traffic congestion and this leads to
higher asthma episodes.
Many of the issues here also relate directly to income inequality. One lens to look at this
issue through is conflict theory. According to Hunter and McClelland (2018), conflict theory
focuses on the fight over resources between two classes: the proletariat, who sell their time for
money, and the bourgeoisie, who own property and the means of production. The proletariat are
not just suffering from the burdens of labor. The factories owned by the bourgeoisie are directly
affecting the health of the proletariat due to the lack of choices brought on by poverty, a
deprivation of resources. This poverty is a result of the system perpetuated by the bourgeoisie:
capitalism. Entrenched in capitalism is the idea that people are only valuable through labor. This
dissociation of value from human life allows people to be alienated from each other and from the
work that they do. According to Kretchmar (2019, sect. 12.1), “Rather than giving people an
opportunity to express their creativity and needs, capitalism alienates people. Specifically,
capitalism alienates workers from the process of creating, from the end product, from one
another, and from their own potential.” Conflict theorists see society through this power disparity
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and they believe that the social order is temporary as the oppressed people will eventually
overthrow their oppressors (Kretchmar, 2019).
Only until fairly recently have mainstream politicians been aware of the necessity to
rethink issues in light of climate change. The Green New Deal, a resolution introduced to the
U.S. House of Representatives by Alexandria Ocasio Cortes and Ed Markey, includes a variety
of strategies to deal with climate change (US Congress, 116th Session, 2019). It also
acknowledges the connection between climate change, poverty, and racial injustice. In 2021, the
Biden administration has reprioritized environmental issues (Sengupta, 2021). There has been an
uptick in recent years of political awareness in local governments across the country, and many
leaders have committed money to tree projects to address these issues. In Cuyahoga County, the
county commissioner promised $1 million per year to rebuild a declining tree canopy (Allard,
2020). In Washington, D.C., officials have planned to cover 40% of the city with tree canopy by
2032, and Seattle is actively working on its goal of 30% coverage by 2037 (Yurk, 2020).
Democratic education is another important framework in relation to this project. John
Dewey, the most prominent philosopher when it comes to democratic education, believed that
democracy did not happen solely in Washington or Albany (Dewey & Boydston, 1981). It
happens on street corners between neighbors. Given the proper conditions and the freedom to
have an open conversation, people can build faith in one another despite possible differences
(Dewey & Boydston, 1981). Frequently, it is common to think that “real” learning only happens
in institutions, but if a person is open to it, they can learn from teachers who may not be so
obvious. hooks (2003, p.41) writes, “Teachers who have a vision of democratic education
assume that learning is never confined solely to an institutionalized classroom...We see teaching
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and learning as taking place constantly.” In democratic education, the interactions of teaching
and learning can happen anywhere, at any time, with anybody.
Social and Economic Benefits to Environmental Justice
There are other models for communities living together in proximity apart from urban
environments that were developed as a reaction to population growth. The suburbs were the first
area to address the ideal of the neighborhood (Guttenberg, 1982). Clarence Perry created his
neighborhood concept in the 1920s as a “haven” for families, where 5,000 people could safely
live between busy streets (Guttenberg, 1982). Other thinkers took a more wholistic approach to
urban design, including the Utopian Socialist ideas of Henri Saint-Simon, Charles Fourier, and
Robert Owen. Ebenezer Howard’s “Garden City” design was created to address the
unemployment, filth, and overcrowding in England. This design created urban environments that
attempted to link housing with work and nature, but it was co-opted by industrialists and never
fulfilled Howard’s socialist goal (Paden, 2003).
Outside of the U.S., some communities took matters into their own hands to green their
neighborhoods. In the 60s, local residents of the Dutch city of Delft introduced the concept of
woonerf, which means living yard, to solve the problem of speeding traffic (Nalmpantis et al.,
2017). In 1976, the Dutch parliament passed legislation that allowed residents to construct these
zones, and by 1983, more than 2,700 woonerf zones had been constructed (Nalmpantis et al.,
2017). The trees not only help slow traffic, but they also make their neighborhood livelier and
more beautiful.
In the U.S., bureaucratic red tape has prevented average citizens from taking power into
their own hands. We have to distinguish between public space and common space, and anticommon public space. In Cianciotto (2020), the author distinguishes public spaces as designed
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and surveilled and common spaces as flexible and spontaneous. In the woods, trees do not
designate where their seeds are planted. Their growth happens by chance. Often in cities, trees
are treated like they are part of a museum—which means keeping them away from powerlines
and preventing their roots from breaking the sidewalk or road. If cities included more common
space that people could use for themselves versus some arbitrary aesthetic, people might find
trees more useful and appreciate them more. If people could grow their own trees, they could
take ownership of them.
Recently, urban centers have been places where redevelopment has included
deconstruction harmful past development. For example, in many parts of Detroit, vacant land has
been converted to urban farms (Draus et al, 2014). The depave movement, which started in
Portland, Oregon, has been actively tearing up asphalt in order to have better stormwater
retention, less heat, and more green space in cities (Depave, n.d.). The momentum towards a
more natural city where agriculture and green space can be shared with dense populations and
industry is growing.
In other innovative efforts, modern architects and planners have included functional and
aesthetically pleasing green elements to building projects. This includes living walls, where
plants grow along a wall inside the building or along the exterior walls of a building or parking
garage; rooftop gardens; and green roofs, where plants cover what would otherwise be
waterproof material. These architectural elements help reduce the solar radiation that causes
urban heat island effect. Architects have also reconsidered how to heat and cool buildings using
passive design so buildings use less resources (Saleh & Saied, 2017). Development, too, can be
greener when the nature around it is respected and the surrounding land and environment are not
devastated during the construction process (Saleh & Saied, 2017). Also, developers can use
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local, renewable materials in their construction. During the COVID-19 pandemic, a team of
architecture students at the Institute of Advanced Architecture in Catalonia in Barcelona created
a structure that included everything a person would need to quarantine for 14 days, as well as
solar panels and a rainwater collection system, using 40 pine trees harvested near the
construction site (Lasky et al., 2021). Instead of demolishing buildings due to their outdated
appearance, developers can update the buildings to modern use without the waste. This has
caught mainstream attention, and in 2021, the architecture team of Anne Lacaton and JeanPhilippe Vassal won the Pritzker Prize, architecture’s top award, for their work restoring and
repurposing buildings in an ecologically sound way for the last 30 years (Pogrebin, 2021). These
trends in architecture are addressing the current societal problems while limiting the effects that
contribute to them.
There are economic benefits to greening the urban environment. Although blight in urban
neighborhoods has reduced property values, some community projects have shown that planting
trees and cleaning up vacant lots have a positive economic impact. In Wachter (2004), the New
Kensington Community Development Corporation created a project in the New Kensington
neighborhood of Philadelphia to plant trees and clean up vacant land over the course of seven
years. Improving vacant land can increase the values of surrounding homes by as much as 30%
(Wachter, 2004).
Apart from property values, there are other economic benefits from communities learning
more about trees. Due to extreme weather caused by climate change, trees are not able to adapt
and recover and are more prone to disease and stress (Holloway, 2020). This has increased the
need, especially in communities with dense tree canopies, for arborists. According to Holloway
(2020, para. 16), “Graduates specializing in arboriculture…have a 150% job placement rate.”
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Teaching people in urban environments about trees can lead to job opportunities that could be
economically beneficial for residents.
Another economic benefit of greening the environment is the reduction in costs that result
from disease caused by pollution. According to Heo et al. (2016), there was a $1 trillion social
cost for particulate emissions in 2005 alone. Greening can reduce these costs by preventing the
illnesses that are the result of pollution. Similarly, spending time in green spaces can reduce
stress, depression, ADHD, migraines, diabetes, cancer, and heart disease (Kuo, 2015). In short,
environmental justice can be economically sound, socially beneficial, and politically
advantageous.
Environmental Art
Art and nature share the commonality of aesthetic beauty, but they also share other social
benefits. Art is a vehicle for empathy because it not only challenges people to find meaning in
the work, but it also challenges people to understand each other. “Art appreciation is socioepistemically valuable insofar as it cultivates other-understanding through processes like
emotional sharing or imaginative understanding” (Sherman & Morrissey, 2017, p.12). Through
the process of meaning making, art can help people and benefit society by challenging
participants to use their imaginations and tap into parts of their minds and feel their emotions.
The healing capacity of art and nature can be used in tandem to help people connect to each other
and feel better about themselves.
However, environmental art can be detached from the community and environment that it
takes place in. More often than not, it is abstract and exists only to make a statement.
Environmental art has been criticized at times, especially the work of Michael Heizer and Robert
Smithson, who created large-scale installations in nature, for using the environment as tool for
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their message without regard for the ecological impact (Simus, 2007). The work is a gesture to
start a conversation. This can be a good quality, but because environmental art is often based in a
lofty idea, it does not necessarily help or encourage interaction with the community or work to
solve the community’s problems.
The most effective examples of environmental art have been short-term projects that may
be immersive, but only for the time they are installed. For example, Agnes Denes’ Wheatfield –
A Confrontation is a large-scale project that commented on the real estate development that was
happening in New York City and focused on the greediness of speculation (Denes, 1992). Apart
from a time capsule left in the ground, the project exists only ephemerally in photos and
memories because the site is now high-rise buildings. A more recent project in the same vein was
Lauren Bon’s Not A Cornfield in Los Angeles. Like Denes, Bon planted a cornfield in a former
brownfield site to symbolize the resilience of the earth. In this case, Bon moved truckloads of
soil to prepare the rocky ground (Bon, 2015). After the growing season, the field was gone and
repurposed. However, the results were longer lasting in the sense that the planting of the
cornfield led to the development of a national park.
One of the longest lasting works of environmental art is 7000 Eichen (7000 Oaks) by
Joseph Beuys. Although he died before the project was completed, Beuys planned to plant 7,000
oaks in Kassel, Germany, each accompanied by a basalt column (Montagnino, 2018). As the
trees grew, their relationship with the column changed. The art is dynamic, always happening
because the tree is always changing. In some cases, the columns have been absorbed into the
trees.
Although he had works of art in galleries, Beuys also held a workshop series called the
Free International University, where a diverse group of attendees discussed topics that were
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considered taboo (Montagnino, 2018). He used these educational opportunities to encourage
people to share ideas and to interact. He also presented an installation called Honey Pump in the
Workplace, where honey and vegetal fat were constantly flowing through pipes. This was
another symbol for the interconnectedness of ideas, people, and their environments because it
commented on the collectivity of bees and how they work together to seek out resources to make
food. According to Beuys, “the bee simply collects what is there and takes it to a higher level”
(Montagnino, 2018, p.3). Similar to the cycle that the bees use in nature, the pump circulates the
resources through its system. Beuys fosters this idea of continuity—a sustainable project should
be a closed loop.
Cleveland as a Place for Environmental Justice
Many of the environmental justice issues are not just prevalent in Cleveland, but they are
the worst in the country. In 2020, Cleveland had the 11th worst air quality in the nation
(American Lung Association, 2020). Temperatures rose 2.4 percent in Cleveland from 1956 to
2012, which is higher than national and global averages (Cleveland Neighborhood Progress,
2015). In the same period of time, the annual precipitation rose by 25.8% (Cleveland
Neighborhood Progress, 2015).
Due to climate change, temperatures will continue to rise in cities such as Cleveland,
where the urban core is heavily paved and developed. From 1961 to 1990, there was less than
one day per year over 100-degree Fahrenheit in Cleveland (Cleveland Tree Coalition, 2015). The
Union of Concerned Scientists estimate there will be more than 15 such days per year between
2010 and 2039 and up to 30 per year by 2070 (Cleveland Tree Coalition, 2015). These rising
temperatures may be deadly to at-risk populations, including the very young and elderly
(Cleveland Tree Coalition, 2015).
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Water quality is also threatened by heavy rain events due to climate change and aging
infrastructure that cannot handle the stress. In Cleveland, the sewer systems are more than 100
years old, and they are forced to handle 4.5 billion gallons of combined rainwater and sewage
each year (Cleveland Tree Coalition, 2015). These combined sewers, which include household
and industrial sewage, overflow into Lake Erie during heavy rain events. Lake Erie supplies
drinking water to Cleveland and many other communities along the coast.
In 2015, the City of Cleveland, along with a group of non-profits, created the Cleveland
Tree Plan, which discussed the need to rebuild the urban forest and address some of the
environmental issues. At the time, Cleveland had 19 percent urban tree canopy, which is half that
of similarly sized cities like Pittsburgh and Cincinnati (Cleveland Tree Coalition, 2015). Despite
efforts to reverse this trend of canopy loss, Cleveland continues to see canopy decline. From
2011 to 2017, Cleveland lost 5% of its tree canopy (Cleveland Tree Coalition, 2020).
Current Project
This project proposes a series of six art pieces that culminate in the installation of an
urban Christmas tree farm in vacant land in the Slavic Village neighborhood of Cleveland. Each
project contributes to the main idea of engaging with environmental issues through art. These
project ideas are sustainable and use recycled materials to avoid generating waste. The concept is
centered around Christmas trees and use Christmas as a theme. The goal is not to celebrate
Christmas. It is to use the easily recognizable and digestible aspects of Christmas in a subversive
way to promote environmental issues and involve the community. Christmas trees make sense
because they are harvested every five to seven years. Therefore, they would not do damage to
surrounding sidewalks or foundations. Since they grow one foot per year, after five to seven
years, these coniferous trees will be the height of a hedge, which some scientists say is the best
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method of reducing air pollution without creating a canyon effect that traps pollutants in the
canopy (Williams, 2020). While they are not shade trees, Christmas trees create some shade and
do not radiate heat. They can be sold as a fundraiser to help pay fees and overhead costs or they
can be given away to charities or community members who celebrate the Christmas holiday.
They require little maintenance beyond pruning every season, and they can be watered with
rainwater harvested from neighbors, which would reduce the overall stormwater entering the
system. When their use as a decoration has ended, they can be chipped into mulch that can
reintroduce nutrients back into the soil they were grown in. This mulch can also be used in one
of the projects to make paper for postcards. If there are cones growing on the trees, there would
be no need to buy saplings, thus following in Beuys’ tradition of a closed loop.
Project Plan
The environmental issues at the center of this project are air pollution in urban
environments, extreme heat due to urban heat island effect, and storm water mitigation. These
issues oppress people based on class, race, and age.
Since these issues are happening in the Slavic Village community, trees are an important
and easy way to fight against the environmental issues at hand. In particular, planting coniferous
trees can be used for social justice by reducing air pollution, cooling extreme heat, providing
storm water mitigation, and creating a tool for the betterment of the community. The vehicle for
spreading this idea is installing pieces of public art and changing the physical environment in
order for participants to change their attitudes about these issues.
The project would explore if it is possible to encourage long-term thinking about
environmental justice and sustainability through the medium of art and if planting trees can be a
model for closed-loop sustainable thinking.
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Situation Statement
Urban residents, especially those who live near factories or highways, whose
neighborhoods have been densely developed, and who live in areas where trees have been taken
down and not replanted, are at risk for negative health consequences through their experience
with their environment. In some areas, blighted houses have been demolished and instead of new
housing or green space, debris accumulates on the vacant lots.
Define Your Goals
I plan to contact organizations and government officials who work in the Slavic Village
neighborhood of Cleveland to talk about how the medium of art can educate the community
about environmental justice. I also plan to show how easy it can be to change the environment
and address some of issues, including air pollution, urban heat island effect, water quality, as
well as economic disinvestment, by planting trees and installing art pieces. The proposal includes
sustainable art installations that are linked through a website that will be a tool to teach and
evaluate. The biggest piece of this project is a Christmas tree farm planted on a vacant ideas. I
plan to work with community leaders and non-profit organizations to get feedback on these
ideas. Lastly, after I create a successful model, I plan to use the experience and information to
assess the ideas to see if they are possible.
-

GOAL 1: Participants will become informed and aware of the project through a
presentation

-

GOAL 2: Participants will engage with media that will introduce them to the topic of
environmental justice and its relationship to art

-

GOAL 3: Participants will explore the feasibility and interest in creating a series of
environmental justice art to engage local residents
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Target Audience and Stakeholders
The target audience are community leaders in the Slavic Village neighborhood of
Cleveland. Their knowledge of these issues might make a difference in the way this project is
rolled out. It’s important to share this idea with leaders that work in these areas because they
need to take creative action in order to address these issues.
People of influence: community development corporations, environmental organizations,
art organizations.
Crafting a Clear Message
People in the Slavic Village neighborhood of Cleveland are being oppressed through
neglectful urban planning and pollution from nearby industry. By living in these environments,
community members are forced to deal with air pollution from factories and vehicular traffic,
excessive heat from overdevelopment, poor water quality from strained infrastructure, and a lack
of economic investment and opportunity. These issues are exacerbated based on race, class, and
age. Although the problems are large, these environmental justice issues can be highlighted and
potentially solved by creative thinking. By changing the physical environment through
sustainable art installations, it is within reach to address these issues with the hope to inspire
others to think outside the box to make positive change within these communities.
Incentives for Engagement
Stakeholder: Community organizations
Incentive: Brings awareness to severity of the environmental justice issues
Stakeholder: Community leaders
Incentive: Thinking about creative solutions to environmental justice issues can help the
communities they serve
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Identify Outreach Methods
I will create a website that is the central hub for all of my activity. This website will
include educational information, such as data and statistics about the environmental justice issues
that I propose, as well progress on the projects.
I also plan to create models of sustainable art installations. The major one is the tree farm
itself. Another one is a tree on a raft made from rain barrels to represent the issue of storm water
mitigation. I will propose floating this in a public place. The other is an interactive air pollution
model for children. I plan to put this in a place for children, e.g. the Boys and Girls Club. I also
will propose making paper out of pine mulch and using it for postcards. I plan to make an
experimental video that I will use as the landing page of the website that illustrates some of the
concepts in this project.
Responsibilities Chart
NAME

ORGANIZATION OR

RESPONSIBILITIES

AFFILIATION
Andrew Mancuso

Case Western Reserve

Consult about paper making

University

and experimental film
development

Tools/Measure to Assess Progress
Six interviews over Zoom.
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Implementation Timeline
November 2020

11/30: Created website

December 2020

12/24: Shot video for website

January 2021

1/15: Edited video and posted it to website
1/30: Created PowerPoint to share with participants

February 2021

2/28: Reached out to participants to schedule interviews

March 2021

3/15: Finished interviews

April 2021

4/7: Full capstone draft due
4/30: Submitted final capstone paper for publication

Logical Framework
Short-term
Outcomes:
 Increased
knowledge and
awareness of
environmental
justice issues
 Increased
awareness in art
as a tool to
change
environment
 Increased access
to trees and
knowledge of
how to plant and
care for them

Intermediate
Outcomes:
 Increased
creativity in
policy makers
solutions to
environmental
justice issues
 Increased
sustainable
choices by
community
members
 Increased tree
plantings in areas
with
environmental
justice issues

Long-term
Outcomes:
 Decreased air
pollution
 Increased
cooling
 Decreased
stormwater
entering sewer
system
 Increased
property values
and job
opportunities
in green
industries
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Methodology

Participants
This project interviewed leaders within five community organizations that are active or
familiar with the Slavic Village neighborhood of Cleveland. This included non-profit
organizations, including a CDC in the neighborhood, government agencies, and environmental
and arts-based organizations.
Materials
I used a PowerPoint presentation that gave details of my proposed project. I also used a
website that is similar to the PowerPoint in the sense that it is an overview of the project, but it
also is part of the project because it will be the central hub of information. Lastly, I used a
questionnaire in a Word document to guide the feedback process after the presentation.
Procedure
I called participants to set up a meeting. I followed up by email with the participant and
sent a Zoom link. The day before the meeting, I sent an email reminding the participant. This
email included a brief overview of my presentation and shared the link to the website. On the day
of the meeting, I logged into Zoom ten minutes ahead of the meeting. When the participant
arrived, I introduced myself, asked permission to record the Zoom, and gave the first part of the
presentation (see Appendix A), which was the PowerPoint explaining the proposal. After the
presentation, I asked for feedback using my interview protocol (see Appendix B). Before I ended
the Zoom call, I mentioned to the participant that they should email me if they have any feedback
after the meeting. After the call, I transcribed the notes. If the participant emailed, I included that
feedback in their original feedback file.
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Results

This project interviewed community leaders from five distinct community organizations
that serve the Slavic Village neighborhood in Cleveland, OH.
Table 1: Interviewee List
Interviewee #

Role

Interviewee 1

Director of community organization in Cleveland neighborhood

Interviewee 2

Exhibits specialist with non-profit nature organization

Interviewee 3

Community engagement specialist with public utility agency

Interviewee 4

Education specialist with governmental environmental organization

Interviewee 5

Artist and project manager with creative placemaking organization

Participants gave feedback that could be categorized into positive comments, concerns,
environmental justice issues, potential barriers, avenues of engagement, similar projects and
partnership ideas.
Positive Comments
The feedback to the project was overall positive. The most common positive feedback
was in regard to the location. All five participants said that Slavic Village would be a good
location for this type of project. Interviewee 2 said, “Slavic Village is the perfect place. I used to
live there, and there’s a lot going on there.” Interviewee 4 said, “I’m biased. I love Slavic
Village. I love the fact that they’re a community that’s still holding on and they have investment.
Even though you can drive through and sometimes think it’s a disinvested area, depending on
your perception. I kind of look at it like, wow, look at Slavic Village. They’re really just hanging
in here.”
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Three interviewees liked the postcards idea, and one interviewee suggested using paper
that contained seeds and could be planted and grow things that might benefit the environment.
Interviewee 5 highlighted the winter interest of the project. They said, “I think [this] is a huge
plus for a city that is gray three quarters of the year. The idea that you can have these beautiful
mini landscapes of evergreen should not be downplayed or left out. That’s huge.” Interviewee 4
said the fact that the project was somewhat temporary, which would be an attractive sell to
Community Development Corporations (CDCs) who may want to eventually build on the land.
Interviewee 4 said, “Your trees are meant to be cut down, and therefore you might be able to say
look if somebody wants to buy that lot, we’ll cut the trees down and sell them. That will be the
end of it. We don’t expect you to keep these in perpetuity.” The same person liked the fact that
these trees would not grow big enough to damage sidewalks or require too much water. They
said, “It’s because people plant an oak tree in a city lot in the front yard where all the pipes go
through. And that tree needs a ton of water when it’s mature and it just kills the sidewalks and
the driveways…I know it doesn’t really increase the canopy, but it’s sound the way that you’re
thinking about the problems that trees, front yard trees, cause.”
Concerns
The interviewees had a number of concerns about the project. At least two interviewees
brought up size issues and suggested some of the art could be pared down. Interviewee 2 said,
“The art ideas are pretty…not ambitious, but they have to be worked on to tie it back to your key
takeaway from the entire project. I know this is just an idea. You really got to figure out what is
the core takeaway that you want from the project and then everything relates back to that.”
Another said the tree farm seemed more implementable than the other more “artistic
expressions.” The same interviewee had a concern about revenue generation. Interviewee 5 said,
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“I’m skeptical about the revenue generation because I don’t know enough about growing and
selling Christmas trees. Usually, it’s done on a large farm and I’m sure there’s a lot of economies
built in.” Two interviewees were concerned about the budget. One interviewee suggested adding
money for incidentals because it is unrealistic to rely on free recycled materials. Another
interviewee did not understand the $6,000 difference between the high and low budget figures.
One interviewee brought up some concerns about the audience for the website and the
video. Also, two interviewees brought up concerns about relying on digital means of transmitting
information, including the use of QR codes. One concern is that people without smartphones
may not be able to participate if all of the information is digital. Also, another interviewee said
that with QR codes, someone could easily put a QR code over the original one, leading to a
different web site, which may prevent people from seeing the correct information. Interviewee 2
said one concern is the messaging about sustainability while cutting down trees. They said, “I
think the choice of Christmas trees, while people would recognize it and understand and be very
accessible, it might be a little problematic when it comes to sustainability…If you had a whole
lot full of trees, and then one year, you cut it all down, what do you have then?” Along the same
lines, Interviewee 3 said, “Trees require a lot of public education. You have a ton of people who
are going to think of how wasteful that is, and may not see the initial benefits of why you would
even plant these things to begin with to use them temporarily just to toss them out.” Multiple
interviewees said that trees in general can be controversial and there are misunderstandings as to
why residents do not plant them more often. Another interviewee brought up the concern of law
enforcement. Interviewee 4 said, “When people start putting up little pocket parks, who is going
to be in charge of that because there is a real fear that trees block the view of law enforcement. Is
it going to end up being a place where everybody is doing drugs and selling drugs? So those are
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the kinds of things that you might hear from people especially in neighborhoods that have high
crime rates.”
Thoughts on Environmental Justice Issues
The environmental justice issues presented had positive and negative reactions.
Interviewee 5 said that environmental justice has been a top priority at their organization. They
said, “I think environmental justice is top of mind. Those statistics you gave are pretty striking.
Half of our area of our city is a lake, and then it’s surrounded by Metroparks. You’re kind of
dumbfounded by why do we have the 9th worst air quality in the nation.” Interviewee 2 suggested
when talking about the environmental justice issues to find how to relate the concepts to people’s
lives. They said, “Saying it’s the 9th worst air quality, what does that really mean? But if you said
that if we were to plant more trees, the rate of asthma would go down…You just have to be
prepared to not shy away from those things if you want to go beyond bullet points.” Two
interviewees mentioned that the catastrophe with water quality in Flint, Michigan brought more
attention to the issues of water quality, which may help with public understanding in regard to
this project.
Interviewee 2 said that the subject matter of climate change is depressing. They said,
“You’re not hitting anyone over the head with it, but it’s not a fun thing to think about—Your air
is totally polluted, and there’s nothing you can do about it.” Another issue that an interviewee
brought up was that the environmental justice issues in this project may be too all encompassing.
They suggested that choosing one issue would be easier for community members to wrap their
minds around. For example, Christmas trees are too small to make much of a difference when it
comes to tree canopy, and Urban Heat Island effect may also not be a common enough concept.
However, since it is challenging to contain air, despite the fact that studies show that trees make
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a difference in air quality, maybe air pollution would not be the best use for this project.
Nevertheless, they suggested picking one and sticking to it.
Potential Barriers
Interviewees offered many potential barriers for a project like this. Three interviewees
mentioned the bureaucracy of working with cities. Interviewee 2 said, “There are a million
barriers because the city of Cleveland is a bureaucratic nightmare. Well, every city is.” Also, one
interviewee said that certain communities are harder to work with, and they might not want to
participate in a project like this. The same person mentioned that the city is trying to raise tax
revenue with vacant lots, so this may be a barrier because this project would not do that.
Interviewee 1 said, “It’s important to find the neighborhood in which you’ve got both an
opportunity, but also you’ve got receptivity on the part of the CDC, but also importantly on the
part of the neighbors.” Two interviewees brought up the point that there are other either more
exciting or obligatory things that people in the community might have to do. Interviewee 3 said,
“If you’re focusing on going to work every day—How am I going to get my kids to school and
back home again?—Now, you’re coming in saying, “Hey, look at this issue over here!” You’re
trying to bring…one more thing that they have to focus on.” The same interviewee suggested
that the limited timeframes for each project might be a barrier. Interviewee 2 said that an unclear
message might prevent people from fully engaging with the project. They said, “There is
something to be said for art for art sake and fun for fun’s sake. You just want to be careful about
expending a lot of time and energy into something that’s just like, “Fun!” and then people walk
away.” Another interviewee suggested a lack of communication with neighbors that would
prevent engagement. Two interviewees said that the trees have unexpected stigmas attached.
They said, “[It wasn’t] that people weren’t aware of the good that trees can do. It was often times
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that it’s kind of a pain in the butt to find a place for a tree...Two was you’ve got older residents
who were like I don’t really want to rake leaves.”
New Avenues and Possibilities for Engagement
The interviewees brought up many new avenues that could make this project more
engaging with community members. One interviewee suggested surveying the community to see
what they want. The same person suggested taking some of the art projects and using them as
models for something community members could make on their own as part of a contest. Three
interviewees brought up the idea of decorating trees, but each had a slightly different take on this
idea. One interviewee had the idea that the Christmas tree farm is a place for the community to
come and decorate living trees. Another took that idea to another level by suggesting that the
trees could be decorated with recycled decorations. The third said that the raft could be decorated
by community members with messages about issues that they care about. Multiple interviewees
suggested making the Christmas tree farm into a walking path. Some suggested using signage to
teach people about the project or the environmental justice issues. Interviewee 5 said, “You
could design a layout of the trees in a way that creates a meandering meditation pathway or
something like that. You also have a mental health aspect of this that could be talked about. If
you wanted to go that route, just having access to a safe, natural space to just clear your mind is
valuable.” Two interviewees shared the idea of having community members planting their own
trees, either on a vacant lot or teaching people how to plant trees on their own property.
Interviewee 5 said, “That’s their tree and they can come and see their tree grow.” Interviewee 3
suggested making the art projects more controversial to make people look closer. They said,
“You can keep your same concept, but let’s say the village idea had like a murder scene or
something. That’s extreme, but seriously. People are all looking, and they’re like, “Look how
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cute.” Then, they’re like, ‘What’s happening there?’” For kids, one interviewee suggested
making more of a maker space for kids to create their own projects and connect this to other
green ideas, like renewable energy.
Interviewees referenced numerous projects that are similar to this. In Slavic Village,
Interviewee 1 mentioned a handful of environmental projects that their organization has initiated
that blend both art and environmental work. Interviewee 1 also mentioned projects from outside
the community that came in to work with the community, including one from University of
Michigan and another with a local designer. They said, “Sometimes it works, and sometimes it
doesn’t work.” Multiple interviewees mentioned Rooms to Let in Slavic Village. Multiple
interviewees also mentioned the Great Lake Erie Boat Float, where participants floated in Lake
Erie on recycled materials. Interviewee 3 mentioned the Black Lives Matter mural that was
painted on East 93rd Street in Cleveland in the summer of 2020 as an example of social justice
and art in tandem. They also mentioned the literary arts installation in the Buckeye neighborhood
that has a water quality theme. Interviewee 4 mentioned the Coe Lake interpretive trail.
The interviewees mentioned numerous partnerships. They most commonly mentioned
Slavic Village Development, Northeast Ohio Regional Sewer District, LAND Studio, and
Neighborhood Connections/NeighborUp as partners that might work on this type of project or
have done projects like this in the past. The partnerships they mentioned fit in categories
including non-profits, government agencies and public organizations, educational institutions,
and businesses. The non-profits include the Boys and Girls Club, Holden Forests and Gardens,
LAND Studio, Neighbor Up (Neighborhood Connections), Cuyahoga River Restoration, West
Creek Conservancy, Western Reserve Land Conservancy, Slavic Village Development, Greater
Collinwood CDC, Buckeye Shaker Square Development Corporation, Fairfax Renaissance
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Development Corporation, Burning River Foundation (Burning River Fest), Children’s Museum
Cleveland. Government agencies and public organizations include Northeast Ohio Regional
Sewer District, Cleveland Metroparks, Cuyahoga Valley National Park, Cuyahoga County,
Cleveland City Council, Cleveland Public Library and Cuyahoga Soil and Water Conservation
District. Educational institutions include Washington Park School, Cleveland Metropolitan
School District, including Cleveland School of the Arts, and Ohio State University. Businesses
include Davey Tree Company, Everarbor, and Third Federal Savings & Loan.
Discussion
The purpose of this project was to explore various community-based environmental
justice art installations throughout the Slavic Village neighborhood in Cleveland, OH.
Community leaders from five different community organizations that serve this neighborhood
were interviewed and a variety of topics were explored. The key themes included general
positive comments for the project presentations but there were also some concerns about size and
feasibility, concerns about the will of the community to engage in environmental justice issues,
and potential barriers such a bureaucracy and other stakeholders. However, the interviewees also
gave considerable insight into avenues of engagement, similar projects, and partnership ideas.
Some interviewees had ideas for using the Christmas tree farm as a creative placemaking
space. This included the idea to have a walking path on the lot with signage that either explained
the project or the environmental justice issues. Interviewee 5 mentioned putting some picnic
tables on the site. There are a lot of ideas that do not relate to the concept that could activate the
space. It could be a place for community members to pick up fresh produce or a place where
creative writing workshops happen. It could be a place to host a BBQ in the summer or food
trucks all year. During the winter, it could be a free coffee and hot cocoa pop up just to get
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together during a time when outdoor events happen less. There is also room to develop this idea
more in regard to the mental health benefits that may make this space a peaceful refuge in the
urban environment. Instead of a communal space, some more thought could be dedicated to
encouraging solitude in an urban environment.
One interviewee brought up a concern about law enforcement and that the space created
by this project might somehow become a dangerous place. It is a challenge to understand if this
is a rational or irrational fear. In a sense, it would be better to be less policed, but if the space is
not safe, and is instead dangerous, then that creates a challenging situation. This would require
more investigation and research into similar projects and art installations to see if there is any
history of crime related to vacant land reuse.
A question that came up through these conversations that is central to this project is what
is the best use of a vacant lot. The obvious answer would be to talk to the neighbors to see what
they would want. This was suggested by Interviewee 1, to go door knocking. When I reached out
to two community development corporations and a councilperson in the Hough neighborhood,
they all seemed guarded around the idea of using vacant land for a creative project like this. The
emphasis seemed to be on revenue generating projects, like housing or business construction.
But Interviewee 5 brought up a great point. They said, “What is the best use of a vacant lot? I
wonder what would the neighbor say what they want on that lot…Is a gentrifying neighborhood
good for them? Probably not. Most people in this country would say that is the answer. We need
people to buy this land, build on it, good neighbors. Blah, blah, blah. But I don’t think that’s a
reality. I think folks in these neighborhoods probably have a lot more needs that need to be met. I
think something as simple as short-term to long-term beautification is excellent—beautification
that also contributes to a healthier environment.” If vacant land is waiting for a housing project

ACTIVATING VACANT SPACES

38

to come to it, it is only collecting trash and wasting resources being mowed. It might be nice for
some neighbors to have vacant land because they have fewer neighbors and potentially less
chance of randomness in terms of problems. But projects like this could be good opportunities to
see what happens and maybe it will work out that this is the best use.
Another series of suggestions from the conversations were where to launch this project.
At least three interviewees talked about an event in Cleveland where people floated on the Lake
Erie in rafts made out of recycled materials. This was called the Great Lake Erie Boat Float and
was sponsored by Sustainable Cleveland and the Cleveland Metroparks. It was to raise
awareness about plastic pollution. It has not happened in the last couple years, but this would be
a great place to launch the raft. Also, three interviewees brought up a program specific to Slavic
Village called “Rooms to Let” that uses art to showcase the community. This program was
started because there were foreclosed homes that were vacant after the Great Recession in 2008,
and for a temporary period, artists transformed these empty homes into art installations.
Interviewee 1 mentioned that “Rooms to Let” will be “Lots to Let” this year due to COVID,
which may also be a perfect opportunity to launch this project.
The idea of using Christmas trees is a little contentious. The negatives are that they
promote a certain religion, and they are not the most sustainable tree because they are cut down
leaving the lot as empty as it was before the project. The positives are that since they are cut
down before they mature, they can possibly be a more attractive sell to city land banks that are
looking to eventually build on the land. This project is not a religious mission, and it is not really
an economic mission. It is an educational mission. Therefore, this project could be a way to
reframe Christmas as an environmental justice holiday that is rooted in sustainability and
community.
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Although the interviewees were overwhelmingly positive, one challenge going forward
would be finding partners who are willing to collaborate. Many interviewees mentioned the
difficult of working with a bureaucracy, and part of the issue is that places that need education
about environmental justice issues may not have the resources to collaborate. A handful of
potential partners surfaced during this process. The next step would be reaching out to those
potential partners to see if there is a fit.
A couple interviewees thought this project would be better if it were simpler. The
simplest idea for that is to solely do the Christmas tree farm. This idea was consistently at the
forefront of conversations and often the other art projects were afterthoughts. This may be
because they do not fit into one single theme in regard to environmental justice, but it may be
because they were not that captivating or engaging. However, given the right opportunity, the
other projects fit certain niches that the Christmas tree farm does not. The postcards, for
example, are ways to do outreach through the mail to people who may not be in Slavic Village.
The raft could work as an entry in the Great Lake Erie Boat Float when the Christmas tree farm
would be stationary. The message may be instead what is the top priority, and it seems the tree
farm would be it.
One of the most enlightening aspects of the feedback process was the lack of neighbor
involvement in this project. All of the ideas came from me even though I collaborated on the
ones that I completed. Going forward, it will be essential to get feedback from neighbors to see
what is in it for them. As Interviewee 1 said, “Always go back to why, if I were a neighbor, why
would I care about this if I wasn’t already personally invested in environmental issues.”
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Limitations of the Study
The original idea for this project was to implement pieces of this project in real life. Due
to COVID and time constraints, concessions had to be made. The result was a proposal that was
offered for feedback from community leaders. The variety of interviewees seems representative
of leadership who may be interested in a project like this, but there could be more voices
included in this list. I interviewed five people. It might have been informative to see what the
themes were if I interviewed ten people.
Also, there were no community members interviewed. This is a missed opportunity
because feedback from people who would be interacting with these installations in their own
community would have been extremely valuable. In light of COVID, it would have been a
challenge this year to get a representative sample of residents to participate in this project.
Implications for Future Studies
The process used in this capstone project could be replicated to evaluate ideas before
implementing them in communities. Taking these steps to get feedback could be extremely
helpful. Ideas from this project could be used to evaluate a similar idea about community-based
sustainable art projects. Many of the problems in this neighborhood in Cleveland are happening
in other neighborhoods across the country. The issue of what to do with vacant land, especially
in a city with a shrinking population, is a challenge that leaders should be addressing.
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Series of Projects

Website
Website

Video
Video

Postcards
Postcards

Raft
Raft

Village

Tree Farm

Village

Tree Farm
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Website
• Create a website to use as a central hub of information and activity that is
used to:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Explain each project
Discuss EJ issues
Document project activity
Share skills and lessons from projects
Share similar projects through a blog
Jump off to social media
Be available for contact
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Thank you!
Any questions?
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Appendix B: Interview Protocol
Thank you for taking the time to review my proposal. I was hoping to get your thoughts on a few
things.
1. First, do you have any initial thoughts or reactions?
[Note any positives: if they don’t offer any, ask “do you see any upsides or positives to
this proposal?” What worked?]
[Note any negatives: if they don’t offer any, ask “do you see any downsides or negatives
to this proposal?” What didn’t work?]
Public art – Do these make sense? Can they work?
Environmental justice – Does it make sense?

2. What are your thoughts on the location for this project? Currently, I am proposing the
Slavic Village, any thoughts on that?
[Prompts: Is there a better starting location? Is there something about Slavic Village that
particularly works? Are there parts of Slavic Village that might work better than others?
Are there other neighborhoods that might work better?]

3. Are you aware of anything like this in the past? Any history of community-based projects
like this that focus on environmental justice or something similar?
[IF YES: What worked with those previous projects? Who started them? Are they still
happening?]
[IF NO: Was there no will or anything political or social that stood in the way? Were
there start-ups that never took off? Any ideas why?]
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4. I’ve been thinking a lot about the community involvement piece. I think it’s really
important for the community to be involved in a meaningful way. Any thoughts on that?
[Prompts: Any history of the community not wanting to be involved? Any history of the
community having barriers to involvement? Any ideas why? Are there any community
members who you can think of who might want to work on this type of project? Other
projects, other people doing this?]

5. Any thoughts on partnerships? Do you think there’s any will or desire for organizations
or even local government to partner in some way on a project like this?
[IF YES: Who do you think would be interested? Why?]
[IF NO: Any ideas why that might be the case? Any history I should consider?]

6. In the end, the point of this project is to educate and engage. Any thoughts on that aspect?
[Prompts: What might make this more educational and engaging? Is there something that
I am not seeing?]

7. Wrapping up, I’d love to hear any final thoughts you have about this proposal, the project
or the community aspect of this.

Thank you for your time. I really appreciate it.

